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The information in this guide is drawn from the clinical expertise of Dr. John
Carosso, Psy.D. and Dr. Robert A. Lowenstein, M.D., current research findings,
and authoritative sources including the DSM-5 and the National Institute of
Mental Health. It is intended for informational purposes and does not replace a
professional evaluation.

INTRODUCTION

Self-stimulatory behaviors, often referred to as “stimming,” are repetitive
movements, sounds, or actions commonly observed in individuals with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). These behaviors are a hallmark feature of autism but
are not exclusive to it — neurotypical individuals also engage in similar actions
(such as tapping feet or twirling hair). For those with autism, however, stimming
often serves unique and essential purposes.

WHAT ARE SELF-STIMULATORY BEHAVIORS?

Defining Stimming
Stimming includes a wide range of repetitive actions or movements that serve to
regulate sensory input or emotional states. These behaviors are part of the
diagnostic criteria for ASD under “restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior,
interests, or activities” as outlined in the DSM-5.

Common examples of stimming:

•  Physical movements: Flapping hands, rocking back and forth, spinning, or
pacing.

•  Verbal stims: Repeating words, phrases, or sounds.

•  Tactile behaviors: Touching certain textures or tapping objects.

•  Visual stimulation: Staring at lights, spinning objects, or watching
repetitive movements.

•  Auditory stimulation: Making clicking sounds, humming, or repeating
music.
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Why Do People Stim?
1.  Self-regulation: Managing sensory input to reduce over- or
under-stimulation.

2.  Emotional expression: Coping with emotions such as excitement, anxiety,
frustration, or boredom.

3.  Sensory seeking: Gaining sensory feedback that feels pleasurable or
calming.

4.  Focus and concentration: Some individuals use stimming to enhance
attention during tasks.

ARE SELF-STIMULATORY BEHAVIORS NORMAL?

Stimming is not exclusive to autism. Neurotypical individuals also engage in
similar behaviors: tapping or fidgeting, hair twirling, chewing or biting, rhythmic
movements, repetitive doodling, and verbal repetition. The key difference lies in
the degree, frequency, and visibility of these behaviors, which tend to be less
prominent in neurotypical individuals.
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PURPOSE AND BENEFITS OF STIMMING

Sensory Processing and Regulation
Many individuals with autism experience sensory processing differences —
hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to sensory stimuli. Rocking back and forth
might help calm an overstimulated individual, while flapping hands might
provide needed stimulation in a dull environment.

Emotional Expression and Stress Relief
Stimming can act as an outlet for emotions, functioning as a self-soothing
mechanism during periods of stress or excitement. A child may bounce or spin
when excited, or hum softly to calm down in a loud and overwhelming space.

Communication Tool
In some cases, stimming serves as a nonverbal form of communication —
signaling an individual's internal state and offering insight into how they feel or
what they need.

Creativity and Focus
Certain stims can enhance focus and aid in creative problem-solving. Repetitive
drawing or arranging objects can be calming and help the individual stay
engaged in a task.
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IMPACT OF STIMMING

Positive Impacts Potential Challenges

1. Self-regulation — helping
individuals manage emotions and
sensory input.

2. Stress relief — offering a healthy
outlet for overwhelming emotions.

3. Improved focus — assisting
concentration during challenging
tasks.

1. Safety concerns — behaviors like
head-banging, biting, or hitting can
lead to self-injury.

2. Social stigma — visible stimming
may result in misunderstanding or
bullying.

3. Interference with daily life —
excessive stimming might disrupt
schoolwork or social engagement.

Addressing these challenges requires a balanced approach that respects the
individual's needs while ensuring their safety and well-being.

TREATMENT AND MANAGEMENT

When Is Treatment Needed?
Stimming should only be addressed if it poses a risk to the individual,
significantly interferes with daily functioning or quality of life, or disrupts the
individual's ability to learn or participate in desired activities.

The goal of treatment is not to eliminate stimming, but to support the individual
in using it safely and adaptively.
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Approaches to Treatment
•  Behavioral Interventions (ABA): Identify the function of stimming and
teach alternative behaviors to fulfill the same need.

•  Sensory Integration Therapy: Weighted blankets or noise-canceling
headphones may reduce the need for stimming in stressful environments.

•  Occupational Therapy: Build self-regulation skills and find safe, socially
appropriate ways to stim.

•  Environmental Modifications: Dimming bright lights, creating quiet spaces,
or ensuring predictable routines.

•  Medication: In rare cases, to address underlying conditions like severe
anxiety or ADHD. Generally a last resort.

•  Parent and Caregiver Education: Fostering understanding and patience to
create a supportive environment.

ABA AND SELF-STIMULATORY BEHAVIORS

ABA does not aim to eliminate stimming indiscriminately but to address
behaviors that are harmful, stigmatizing, or disruptive. ABA practitioners begin
with a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) to determine why the individual
engages in stimming, then use reinforcement strategies including DRA, DRI, and
DRO to teach replacement behaviors.

Example
A 7-year-old boy rocks during group activities. The FBA determines this helps
him manage anxiety in noisy environments. A therapist introduces a weighted
vest and deep-breathing exercises as alternatives. Data shows a significant
reduction in rocking, and the boy now uses the weighted vest as a calming tool.
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Ethical Considerations
ABA practitioners must balance addressing behaviors with respecting the
individual's autonomy. Suppressing stimming without appropriate alternatives
can increase anxiety and frustration. With growing advocacy for neurodiversity,
ABA programs are increasingly adopting approaches that celebrate individuality
and support safe, adaptive stimming.

SUPPORTING AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS

Rather than discouraging stimming altogether, caregivers and educators can
provide safe alternatives for harmful behaviors, offer sensory-friendly tools like
chewable necklaces or fidget spinners, and normalize stimming in inclusive
settings to reduce stigma.

Conclusion
Self-stimulatory behaviors are a fundamental aspect of life for many individuals
with autism, serving purposes such as sensory regulation, emotional expression,
and focus. Embracing a compassionate, individualized approach that balances
safety, autonomy, and acceptance is essential. By fostering understanding and
respecting the role stimming plays, we can support autistic individuals in leading
fulfilling lives.

Ready to take the next step?
Doctors Carosso and Lowenstein and our experienced team are here to help.
Contact us to schedule an evaluation or to ask any questions.
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